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Lop Nor & large lake, vhich fluctusztes greatly in size, 13_'
located in the eastern spex of the arid Tarim Basin of Sinkiang
Province, and unlike most sai’c. depert lokes, is predominently
fresh water. The leke dominates the crall basin known as the Lop
Desert, which is spproximately £0 miles north-south and 150 miles
east-vest and lies 2,600 feet sbove sea level. Mountains rise to
the north and to the south, low hills to the east, and to the west,
beyond the old course of the Tarim River, stretches the vasi Talde
Makan Desert. |

Lop Nor hes eppecred in 1literature and explorers' records
gince the times of Marco Poio. Lou-lan, an anclent city snd cora-
van site on the old 8ilk Rond to China, was located near the lake,
bub 1t had been ebandoned and lost to the sends several centuries
ago (Photo No. 1). Sven. Hedin, the noted Swedish explorer, called
Lop Nor the "Wondering Loke," and in 1930 he hesded an expedition
dewn the Konche Darya, & txibutary of the *I‘arim River and the current
source of the lake, to determine its present eize, chape, and preclse
locat.ion. Lop Nor has also excited the curiesity of Russlan explorers.
B. M. Przheval'skiy traversed the Lop Nor area in 1876 and more re-
cently, im the mid 1950's, two g;éog;mpheru from the USSR vislited
the lake. |
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Lop HNor is g rare phencoicnon in natux'-e: g ‘nomadic body of water.
Its chifting is due to the peculisrities of the unstable regimen of the
Toarim River and its tributaries vhich feed Lop Nor. The shallow strean
beds frequently meander off to one side and create new lokes in eny
degert hollow they may encounter. In 1521 the Konche Darya re-entered
an old channol along the base of the Kuru Tagh end spilled its waters
out over the ﬂﬁ: ncrthern portion of the Lop Desert, resulting in the
present location of the lske.

The size ond shepe of the loke also vary with the season. In
sumser, the whole northern iléf:lf of the lake may dry up completely, or
the vater may remein only/the decper parts of the loke, creating two
sueller bodles of water., Lop Nor, houever, is not deep. Depihis in
the southern portion of the lake can reach 15 feet, but secording to
fledin, depths in the northern portion can be as shellow ag & inches
to 1 foot. The rate of evaporstion in the dry desert air can reach
3 feet a wonth. The ghorelines of Iop lor sre shelving and shehlow;

a fall of less than 20 inches in water level can uncover as much as
3 miles of ground. The evaporation procecs leaves & salt-cucerusted
repidue called shor (Fhoto No. 2) that dries, shrivels, cracks, and
colidifies to the hardness of brick, resembling & frozen ploughed
fleld.

With the exception of 8 foew reeds snd temarisk bushes thit
epring up olong the banks of the leke and the river that feeds it, the
landscope appears grey end lifelecs to the naked eye, with tinges of
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yellow and occaslonal reddich~-yecllows {n the sands ond clays. Waterfowl
pegt in the reads, but larger forma of animal 1ife ave linited to
oceasicnal wild plus, antelope, end wild canels.

The najor patursl force 18 the ;w.lnd «= tha strond preveiling northe
easterly wind which is {ngtrumentsl In ercating to the cast and weat of
lop lior sone of the nwost dagolate wagtelends in Central Asis. Ceasons

plly, nost often iun spring gnd, carly SumReT, these winds cé attain

gale velocities causing dust storms and sandstorms. The wind gweeps

&wn over the hills end mountaing, seouring out hollows 4n the dry surfaced.

que sharp ebrasive edses of the particles of agnd can quickly etch ocut
ghapes 1in the clay deposits to the northeast of the 1ske, ereating sa
unueusl topographic feature called yordang (Fhoto Ho. 3). The yardeng
is composed of long undulating ridges with elmost perpendicular vanks
10-20 feet high that are sepursted bY deep corkidors, all sligned
northeast-southwest with the dircction of tha wind.

To the cost of Lop Wor 18 tne Cashun Gobl, one of the rost inhospl-
tgble of the vorid'a desert srecse. The surface of the ground here i
ccmposed of easily eroded sreyish-y'ellw fine sand, powdered gand,
mixtures of gand and clay == all old river and leke deposits. Wind-
eroded hollows axre 12-p5 feet dech, 30-00 feet 1longs and 30-€0 feet
wide. Mounds rise 1225 feet atove the level of the ground. These

dunes 8re completely bare and pove st the whim of the wind.
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To the west of Lop Nor eand hille dot the desert plain betwveen
the lske snd the cld course of the Tarim River, which forms & dlviding
line between the Lop Desert znd the lovger Tokla Meken Desert to the
west. It 18 on occan of send with crests and svelle slowly moving
vith the prevailing winds. The dunes are crescent shoped, 10«15 feet
bigh with the crests 92-150 feet gport, Heights of erests, downvind
toward the southwest, ipcrcase to £5-30 feet and occeslionally are a8
high as 75 fect. |

¥orth of Lop Nor, and between the course of the Koache Darya end
along the mountain slopes of the Kuru Togh are aress of gravel wash
c&lleﬂ.' gal, Low bruch eppears near a few gnlt springs (Photo No. &)
end ephemerdl water courses. ‘

Swmars in the Lop Desert are dry mnd hot; winters are dry and
cold. Raoinfall is megligible -« less then 1 inch per yesr. Unlike
the deserts in the southwestern United States, the decert never
"blocme" after a brief shower. The mecger precipit&tion in the
Iop Desert cccurs in late winter vhen temperatures ere too low to
permit plant growth. Temperstures are below freezing from December
throuzh Februsry; during thie perlod the weter in Lop Nor and in the
Konche Darya le frozen. The perlod of March, April, and May raeflects
the highest incidence of cloudy westher, the highest winds ~- vhich
ffeq,uently resch gale velocity, the lergest number of dust storas and
sondstorus, and in geperal the mosy inclement westher. Rising epring

temperatures bring the melting mountalin waters to the Konche Darya,
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where normally the highwater level is reached l1n July and August. Lop
Hor, however, usually deesn't reach its highest level until Cetober.
Daily temperature variations in the swumer season gre lorge; dsytime
twpem’cm*és are sbove 90°T, and nightime temperatures fall to =0-60°F .
Fall is bright and clear; winds are lower, and few storms occur in the
autwan months.

The Lop I-ldr srea 18 sluost uninhebited. The desert wastes sui:port
‘14{ttle life. A few nomads moy renge alonz thé banks of water courses ;
from time to time, or fich ia the lake, but their nuubers are negligible.

The wastes ere left to the winds, the sands, and the sun.
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